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“Christmas Accomplices”
“In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered.”

An annual tradition in one of our local congregations is their display of “101+ Nativities,” which has
now grown to over 500 nativity sets that show the diversity of the ways in which people remember
the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem.  There are creches from around the world, some simple and some
very elaborate, some small and some quite large, some with figures that are like the culture from
which they originated.  But all of these nativity scenes include the central figures that we remember
at Christmas: the baby Jesus lying in the manger; Mary and Joseph at his side; the shepherds who
arrive with news of the angelic announcement of the birth of the Messiah; the angels who
proclaimed this “good news to all people; the animals with whom the Holy Family shared that holy
night; and the Wise Men who will later arrive from the east with gifts to pay homage to the newborn
King.  

But there is one figure from the Christmas story that I have never seen in any nativity scene: Caesar
Augustus; yet the Roman emperor plays a critical role in centering this story in Bethlehem and serving
as an unwitting accomplice to the fulfillment of God’s promises in the birth of the child who is “a
Saviour, Christ the Lord.”

Our Christmas Gospel begins with a reminder that the world into which Jesus was born was under the
domination of the Roman Empire, who ruled all the known world for centuries through oppression
and intimidation.  The cruel reality for the people of Israel was that they were a “subjugated people in
this narrative world, subject to the whims and rages of both the distant Roman rulers and the (all too)
close Roman army.” (Richard Swanson).  The Emperor Augustus was not only an absolute monarch
but was worshiped as a god; in 27 B.C. the Roman Senate awarded him the title “Augustus,” which
means “one worthy of adoration.”  Other inscriptions refer to him as “Saviour” and “Redeemer.” 
Augustus was hailed for the peace that he had brought to the world (Avi Pacis Augusti) – even though
that peace had been achieved through very non-peaceful means.  An inscription from 9 B.C.
celebrates the birth of Augustus as the coming of a Saviour for the people:

· “Providence, which has ordered all things, filled this man with virtue that he might benefit
mankind, sending him as a Saviour both for us and our descendants … The birthday of the god
was the beginning of the good tidings that he brought for the world.  From his birth, a new
reckoning of time must begin.”

It was this absolute, god-like ruler who issues an edict at the beginning of tonight’s Gospel lesson that
“all the world should be registered.” (Luke 2:1).  This was a population census for the purpose of
collecting taxes and was undertaken “while Quirinius was governor of Syria” (2:2), to which the
province of Judea had been added for the purpose of the census.  Some of Luke’s readers may have
remembered how disastrous past censuses had been; when King David ordered a census for Israel
and Judah, he incurred the wrath of God in the form of “a pestilence on Israel from that morning until
the appointed time; and seventy thousand of the people died, from Dan to Beersheba.” (2 Samuel
24:15).  A more recent census in A.D. 6-7 had provoked a rebellion by Judas the Galilean which was



the beginning of the Zealot movement.  But this census is different, because now there is a
government and an empire that spans “all the world” (ecumene) that is able to conduct a census in
peaceful, orderly circumstances.  Augustus’ edict regarding a census for all citizens of the ecumene
leads Mary and Joseph “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called
Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David.” (2:4).  It did not matter
that Mary was in the latter stages of pregnancy with her first child, nor that such an arduous journey
might do harm to the unborn baby; when Caesar orders the people to go to their ancestral towns to
be registered and taxed, Mary and Joseph had to go – they had no choice.

Caesar Augustus had succeeded in his census where others had failed; but what the Roman Emperor
does not realize is that he is an accomplice to the fulfillment of God’s purposes in the birth of the
child who will be the “wonderful counselor, mighty God, everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isaiah
9:6).  The birth of Jesus in the city of David “is placed within the overarching framework of world
history, even though Caesar was quite unaware of the difficult journey that these ordinary people
were remaking on his account.” (Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI).  Not only does Augustus’ edict
bring Mary and Joseph to the city of Bethlehem on this holy night, but his rule has established the
conditions through which the true Saviour of the world is born:

· “Only now, when there is a community of law and property on a large scale, and when a
universal language has made it possible for a cultural community to trade in ideas and goods,
only now can a message of universal salvation, a universal Saviour, enter the world: it is
indeed the ‘fullness of time.’” – Alan Culpepper.

Augustus is also unaware of his complicity in fulfilling the prophecy spoken by Micah that the birth of
the true Saviour will take place in Bethlehem, to which he had compelled Mary and Joseph to travel:

· “But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah, who are one of the little clans of Judah, from you shall
come forth for me one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from old, from ancient days. 
Therefore he shall give them up until the time when she who is in labor has brought forth;
then the rest of his kindred shall return to the people of Israel.  And he shall stand and feed
his flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD his God.  And
they shall live secure, for now he shall be great to the ends of the earth; and he shall be the
one of peace.” – Micah 5:2-5a.

While the edict of Augustus had forced “all the world” to disrupt their lives in order to accomplish his
goals, it is “God, who is the God of Israel and of all peoples, [who] shows himself to be the true guiding
force behind all history.” (Culpepper).  Paradoxically, it is Augustus’ edict that provides the setting for
the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem, where Mary “gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him bands
of cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” (2:7).  The
inclusion of this detail – of the baby Jesus being laid in a manger (feeding trough – is important in
Luke’s account of the birth: in the angelic announcement of the birth of “a Saviour, who is the
Messiah, the Lord” (2:11), the shepherds are instructed that the sign for them will be when they “find
a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” (2:12).  When they decide to “go to
Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us” (2:15), they
know they have reached their goal when they find “Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the
manger.” (2:16).  The sign of the child lying in the manger is not meant as a sign of poverty (in fact,



the stable may have been a family guest room where Joseph’s family provided their guests with
shelter and support).  The manger in which the Christ Child lies is probably meant to evoke God’s
complaint against Israel in Isaiah 1:3: “The ox knows its owner and the donkey knows the manger of
its lord; but Israel has not known me, and my people have not understood me.”  The presence of the
child in the manger may serve as a sign that the dictum proclaimed by the prophet has been
repealed.

· “Now, when the good news of the birth of their Lord is proclaimed to the shepherds, they go
to find a baby in the manger and begin to praise God.  In other words, God’s people have
begun to know the manger of their Lord.” – Raymond Brown.

Far from that humble manger in Bethlehem, Caesar Augustus rested in his opulent palace, secure in
the knowledge that his power was absolute and his god-like authority was unquestioned.  People
throughout the Roman Empire worshiped at altars to the pax Augustae, and people were traveling to
their ancestral homelands to pay the taxes that kept the Roman rulers and the Roman army in
business; because “that’s how life is in the outlying provinces, where order is maintained at any cost,
and tribute is exacted for the good of the Roman home provinces.” (Swanson).  But Augustus clearly
lack the omniscience that is usually attributed to a god, for he is blissfully unaware of what his edict
has launched: the fulfillment of God’s promises that will inaugurate the era of the pax Christi
proclaimed by the angelic chorus: “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among
those whom he favours!” (2:14).  Augustus has unwittingly set the stage for his own demise as well as
the demise of all earthly rulers who seek authority and allegiance that truly belong only to God, the
reversal of values that is present in the holy child of Bethlehem lying in the manger.

· “From the moment of his birth, [Jesus] belongs outside the realm of what is important and
powerful in worldly terms.  Yet it is this unimportant and powerless child that proves to be the
truly powerful one, the one on whom ultimately everything depends.  So one aspect of
becoming a Christian is having to leave behind what everyone else thinks and wants, the
prevailing standards, in order to enter the light of the truth of our being, and aided by that
light to find the right path.” – Ratzinger.

So perhaps the figure of Caesar Augustus does belong in our nativity scenes, serving as a reminder of
how God used him as an accomplice to fulfill God’s Will in the birth of the Messiah in Bethlehem, and
how God can use any person and any means to accomplish God’s Will for us.  As a child can be born
to a virgin in a humble manger, God is able to accomplish all things for God’s people, the good news
of this holy night that no matter what trials and tribulations we may be facing, in the child lying in the
manger in that little town of Bethlehem, “the hope and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”
Amen.


